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( f : N ny roUTH WALES
Three thousand people crammed into 
Sydney Town Hall on Monday, September 20, 
and another 1500 outside, launched a 
movement fo r an Australian Republic w ith a 
new, dem ocratic constitu tion .
C ontinued resentment over the coup of 
November 11, 1975, was not unexpected. At 
eve ry  p u b lic  a p p e a ra n ce  s in ce  then , 
Governor-G eneral S ir John Kerr has faced a 
dem onstration o f some kind, even if small. 
S tirrings among w ide c irc les over the 
undem ocratic nature of the  C onstitu tion  and 
many institu tions established under it were 
known to exist.
But the depth and breadth of the feeling fo r 
change was a cause fo r surprise all round - 
causing pleasure fo r those who wanted 
change, inc lud ing the organisers of the 
meeting, and a m ounting dism ay by those who 
fear it and want the coup legitim ised and/or 
forgotten.
If the movement lives u p to  its in itia l prom ise 
and spreads to every state, as th is w rite r 
believes it w ill, it could become one of the few 
movements in h istory around a coun try ’s 
constitu tion  w hich has not been m ainly the 
property of w ealthy and powerful elites.
This possib ility  arises fo r several reasons. 
One of them is the peculiar h istorica l 
circum stances in which bourgeois dem ocracy 
took shape in Austra lia  and the new, also 
‘pecu lia r’, circum stances of last year's 
c o n s t i t u t io n a l  c o u p .  T h e  h is to r ic a l  
c irc u m s ta n c e s  w h ich  gave A u s tra lia n  
b o u rg e o is  d e m o c ra c y  c e rta in  c o lo n ia l 
characteristics (analysed in more detail in 
Comment, ALR No. 50) were that the British 
ru ling class, having learnt its lessons from  the 
A m e rica n  re v o lu tio n , was m uch m ore  
prepared to give in to demands fo r Australian 
independence in return fo r retain ing influence 
on Australian po litica l affairs. This in fluence 
could be exerted d irectly  through institu tions 
such as the governors and ind irectly  throuah
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being able to shape more easily the form ation  
of the Australian po litica l e liteand  its ideology. 
(F o r  e x a m p le , h a v in g  b e e n  ‘ g iv e n ’ 
independence, th is elite never lost, fo r a long 
time, its apron string m enta lity tow ards the 
‘M other C oun try ’).
These factors, together w ith others like the 
existence of a num bero f d iffe ren t states try ing  
to preserve an independent identity, exerted 
the ir in fluence when the Federal constitu tion  
was drawn up. The result was, and is, an 
undem ocratic constitu tion , even by the 
restricted standards of o ther bourgeois 
democracies. And it was precisely these 
undem ocratic hangovers from  the co lon ia l 
past (whose existence was unknown by many 
and fo rgotten by others) w hich were brought 
into play by the conservative establishm ent 
forces when they perceived the need last year.
The im m ediate cause of the movem ent 
a r is e s  fro m  th e  jo l t  g iv e n  b y  th e  
unexpectedness and outrageous audacity  of 
the coup. The resolution of the 25th National 
Congress of the C om m unist Party of Austra lia  
last June estimated th is aspect as fo llow s:
“ By its actions in November 1975, the ru ling 
class weakened its own institu tions and its 
ideological hold over the people. It succeeded 
in ob ta in ing  the governm ent it wanted, but at 
great fu tu re  cost. W idely held views on the 
dem ocratic content of the C onstitu tion , rights 
of the House of Representatives, neutra lity  of 
the G overnor-G eneral and respons ib ility  of 
the  m ed ia  have been s h a tte re d . The 
experience of November 11 raises new 
demands fo r constitu tiona l and parliam entary 
reforms and fo r contro l of the m edia.”
But, more deeply, the springs of the 
potentia l o f the movement lie in the new stage 
of the cris is of w orld and Austra lian capita lism  
w hich other docum ents of the CPA analyse as 
em bracing every aspect of econom ic, po litica l 
and social life. Faced w ith these m anifo ld  and 
in tractable problems, ag row ing  and generally 
dom inant section of the ru ling class is 
gravitating towards repression as a means of 
overcom ing the problems.
This trend in ru ling class po litics  is 
strengthened, if anyth ing, by recogn ition  of 
the fact tha t those “ below" are looking in the 
d irection  of expanded  dem ocracy, and 
increasingly bucking against im personal, 
bureaucratic and authoritarian ins titu tions 
and con tro l over the ir lives.
In the ’fifties  and early ’sixties, M arcuse’s 
phrase ‘‘repressive to le rance” was an apt 
descrip tion of the s ituation in many developed 
cap ita lis t countries - what was “ repressive” fo r 
those who wanted change was the fact that 
they were tolerated and could  be contained 
because they had so little  impact.
From 1968 onwards, tha t period rather 
rapid ly faded and, in Austra lia  under Fraser at 
any rate, is being increasing ly replaced by 
“ repressive in to le rance” . The developing 
movement fo r constitu tiona l change is one of 
the forces w orking in the opposite  d irection.
It is in these circum stances that a broad 
national debate about, and a m ovem ent for, a 
new dem ocratic constitu tion  is taking place. 
As so often in history, a backward, outm oded 
feature of a particu la r society has become the 
cause and catalyst of a m ovem ent fo r change 
whose potentia l goes fa r beyond the simple 
removal of the backwardness.
Once a debate about a new constitu tion  
begins, especially if it takes on a mass 
character, all sorts of questions open up which 
the various ru ling class, establishm ent and 
conservative forces w ould prefer to see left 
well alone. Such questions include, among 
o th e rs : W hat is d e m o c ra c y ?  H ow  can 
dem ocracy be extended, power decentralised 
and decision-m aking placed more in the 
hands of those affected by the decisions? Can 
po litica l dem ocracy function  p roperly  w ithout 
econom ic and industria l dem ocracy, i.e. 
w ith o u t real p o p u la r  c o n tro l 6ve r the 
im portant levers of econom ic and social life, in 
particu lar, over the means of production, 
d is tribu tion  and exchange? And can there be 
proper dem ocracy w ithou t popu lar contro l 
over and access to the means of in form ation, 
com m unication and education? How might 
such popular contro l and access be achieved 
and what are the obstacles to ob ta in ing them?
In what ways can the fine sentim ents of a 
dem ocratic constitu tion  best be guaranteed 
and carried out in practice? What social 
structures w ill be most like ly to provide real 
avenues fo r the actual exercise, by ord inary 
people, of the rights, freedom s and liberties 
w ritten into the constitu tion? And what ideas 
and values prom oted by society and guiding 
education and cu ltu re  w ith in  it w ill most 
encourage ord inary people to make use of the 
avenues provided, to really partic ipa te  in 
affairs ra therthan remain passive bystanders?
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The answers to any or all o f these questions 
po in t in the d irection  o f a self-m anaged 
socialism  which more and more in today ’s 
cond itions poses itself, on the dem ocratic 
issues as on others, as a real and necessary 
a lternative to the three ‘m odels’ h itherto  
developed in advanced industria l societies: 
b o u rg e o is  d e m o c r a c y ,  fa s c is m  and  
bureaucratic socialism .
Serious and detailed answers to these 
questions are required from  the proponents of 
self-managed socia lism  as much from  its 
opponents. If a national debate really takes 
place around the constitu tion  the case fo r self­
managed socialism  w ill need to  be presented 
in a new way, a longside existing ways w hich 
must themselves continue and be made more 
concrete. In developing th is case the general 
features of advanced cap ita lis t societies, the 
h is to r ic a l e x p e rie n c e s  o f the  v a rio u s  
bureaucratic socia list societies and the 
specific  features of Austra lian capita lis t 
society w ill all have to be taken in to  account, 
as should the opin ions, reactions and 
con tribu tions of w orkers and the other 
partic ipants in the movement.
W hether the above questions are posed in 
the com ing debate and w hat mass support 
develops fo r the various d iffe ren t answers to 
them depends very much on the degree and 
manner of partic ipation in the debate by the 
supporters of se lf-m anagem ent socialism . To 
s ta n d  a s id e  on  th e  g ro u n d s  o f th e  
‘cons titu tiona lis t’ and libera l-dem ocratic 
starting point of the debate w ould be e litis t and 
wrong. Any real mass movem ent always 
begins at the level of consciousness and 
perception of the problem s o f those involved 
and the w ider layers of the  concerned and 
interested. Where it goes from  there depends 
on both objective c ircum stances and events 
and on the qua lity  and content of the 
argum ents put by the various group ings w ith in 
the movement.
The debate itself must also take place in a 
dem ocratic sp irit. Any moves by any force 
w ith in  the movement to impose views or 
exclude the views and partic ipa tion  of others 
can only harm the m ovem ent as a whole. The 
correctness and credentia ls of the d ifferent 
proponents w ill be judged on the manner as 
well as the content of the ir in tervention in the 
debate and on the ir preparedness to actually 
engage in debate w ith o ther sections.
There is also the question of w hether the 
debate becomes w idespread among ord inary 
people, taking place in factories and o ther 
workplaces and in local com m unities as well 
as in sem inar rooms and lecture theatres. 
Socialists and the labor movement w ill have 
som ething to con tribu te  in th is d irection. A key 
po in t here is w hether w orkers and others see 
the im portance of the debate and the 
connection of the dem ocratic issue to the ir 
o ther cond itions and interests. Doubtless 
those w ith a narrow trad itiona l and reform ist 
view of what w ork ing  class interests are w ill try  
to prevent w orkers taking an interest and 
partic ipa ting  in the debate. But if the workers 
and other oppressed people are to become a 
creative and political fo rce they must take an 
active interest in th is and other debates.
C onstitu tions in themselves are, of course, 
merely words w ritten  on paper. They can be 
interpreted or tw isted to suit those in power, or 
ignored, depending on the circumstances. 
(For example, the Stalin C onstitu tion of 1936- 
agreed by many of d iffe ren t po litica l views to 
be one of the most dem ocratic in the w orld  - 
did not prevent the gross abuses of, and 
crim es against, socia list dem ocracy and ideals 
and rights and civil liberties which actually 
o c c u r r e d .  S im i la r ly ,  th e  A m e r ic a n  
C onstitu tion and Bill of R ights have not in fact 
prevented gross inequalities and deprivation 
of rights in cap ita lis t Am erica). They usually 
fail to  recognise the dependence of po litica l on 
econom ic power, the difference between 
proclaim ed rights and the cond itions fo r 
actually exercising them, and the largely 
fic titious  nature, in these circum stances, of the 
im partia lity  of the laws and institu tions they 
embody.
But, after all, constitu tions are social and 
po litica l rather than purely legal th ings. What 
can be done w ith, o rto , aconstitu tion  depends 
on politica l activ ity  and contention ra therthan 
legal in terpreta tion (which itself is in fact far 
from being the value free, “ ob jective" and 
“ im partia l” activ ity  tha t po lite  convention 
assumes).
A movement fo r constitu tiona l change is 
therefore to be judged not on ly on the 
desirab ility  of the aims it proclaim s, but also on 
the degree of involvem ent of large numbers of 
people in a ffirm ing and achieving those aims. 
For this establishes a clim ate of op in ion  about 
what should or should not be done, what
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should or should not happen in the society. 
Such a c lim ate of op in ion , the degree of 
hegem ony of ideas achieved, is a real and vital 
po litica l force.
O f course, d iffe ren t social classes and strata 
place d iffe ren t m eanings on constitu tiona l 
categories and words, reflecting th e ird iffe re n t 
s ituations and interests. But once again, the 
more people there are involved in defin ing and 
strugg ling  fo r the ir view of th ings, the more w ill 
h ighsound ing  phrases be freed from  the ir 
g libness and given concrete  meaning in mass 
consciousness.
The reso lu tions passed at the September 20
meeting set the in itia l fram ew ork fo r the
constitu tiona l debate. They were:
t  Now tha t representative dem ocracy is 
becom ing even more lim ited it is essential 
to  Austra lian po litica l freedom that 
Austra lians be ready to engage in extra- 
parliam entary activ ity.
t  The present m onarchic constitu tion  is 
being used as a threat to dem ocracy. It 
should be replaced by a dem ocratic 
constitu tion . To th is purpose there should 
be a broad national debate fo llow ed by a 
people ’s convention to draft a new 
c o n s t itu t io n  fo r  s u b m is s io n  to  the  
Austra lian people.
t  The new Australian C onstitu tion  should 
declare that all pub lic power in Austra lia  
emanates from  the Australian people and 
that on ly  the Australian people should 
have the righ t to dism iss the governm ent 
they have elected. If there is to be a 
cerem onia l Head o f State, he or she 
should have no po litica l power.
If there is still to be an Upper House of 
Parliam ent it should be an e ffic ien t House 
of Review w ith no po litica l powers over 
le g is la t io n  o r  th e  d is m is s a l o f 
governm ents.
t  To sym bolise its m aturity  as a nation, 
Austra lia  should become a Republic.
t  The new Austra lian C onstitu tion  should 
declare that Australian dem ocracy is 
founded on freedom o f op in ion  and 
in fo rm ation, and on a universal and equal 
voting system fa irly  reflecting the po litica l 
wishes of Australians.
t  The new Austra lian C onstitu tion  should 
include a Bill o f R ights p roc la im ing  the 
rights to citizen action, to ind iv idua l 
liberty  and privacy, to  work, to adequate 
l iv in g  c o n d i t io n s ,  a n d  to  n o n ­
d is c r im in a t io n  on ra c ia l o r sexua l 
grounds, o r on the basis of na tiona lity  or 
belief.
t  We support the petition now c ircu la ting  
tha t demands the resignation o f the 
p re se n t G o v e rn o r-G e n e ra l on  the  
grounds that he did not have the righ t to 
dism iss a Prime M in is ter who m aintained 
th e  c o n f id e n c e  o f th e  H o u s e  o f 
Representatives and that his continued 
presence is a cause of d iv is ion among the 
Australian people.
t  This meeting endorses the fo rm ation  of a 
movement to work tow ards the objectives 
stated in the previous resolutions.
All these resolutions are w orthy  of support. 
The meaning of most of them is clear enough, 
though there may be many d iffe ren t views as 
to what “ universal and equal voting system ” 
w ill most fa irly  reflect “ the po litica l wishes of 
Austra lians” , fo r example.
But there are a num ber o f key points whose 
concrete meaning and actual realisation in 
practice pose many questions.
These are especially:
th a ta ll public power in Austra liaem anates 
from  the Australian people
that Australian dem ocracy is founded on 
freedom of op in ion and in form ation
that, under the proposed Bill o f Rights, 
citizens have the righ t to work and to 
a d e q u a te  liv in g  c o n d it io n s . (O th e r 
aspects of the Bill o f R ights, such as non­
d iscrim ination, are no less im portant, but 
those most discrim inated against have 
already done a lot to  c la rify  what they 
actually require).
Analysis of these points, a lready established 
as aims of the movement, and how they m ight 
be realised, is a suitable place to  begin 
w orking out the detailed case fo r se lf­
managed socialism and the answering of the 
questions posed above.
- B.A.
